Seeing Through the Dark, Breaking Through the Silence: An Interview with Julie Flett by Newland, Jane
1Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Cultures     Advance Article
Swampy Cree and Red River Métis children’s author and illustrator Julie Flett began her literary career in 2004 when she 
illustrated The Moccasins, written by Ktunaxa First Nation author Earl Einarson. Having illustrated for many Indigenous 
authors, Flett has since begun to author and illustrate her own children’s books, notably Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer: 
L’alfabet di Michif / Owls See Clearly at Night: A Michif Alphabet, published in 2010 and for which she received the Christie 
Harris Illustrated Children’s Literature Prize and was nominated for the Governor General’s Award for Children’s Literature. 
More recently, Flett received the prestigious TD Canadian Children’s Literature Award for Birdsong. Here, I present an 
interview conducted with Julie Flett in May 2019 capturing her thoughts on her work and specifically on her first authored 
children’s book Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer: L’alphabet di Michif / Owls See Clearly at Night: A Michif Alphabet. In the 
pages that follow the interview, I offer context on the trajectory of her work to date and my reflections on our conversation 
and Flett’s artistic and literary story to date.1
When Flett very kindly agreed to speak with me, we began our conversation discussing her inspirations behind Lii 
Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer: L’alfabet di Michif. This bilingual alphabet book celebrates the Métis language, Michif. Michif 
is “a unique blend of Cree (Nēhiyawēwin) and French (Français) with some Saulteaux dialect of Ojibwe (Nakawēmowin; 
Anishinaabemowin)” (Flett, Lii Yiiboo). Its specificity, as linguist Peter Bakker—a leading authority on Michif, its variants, and 
its origins—notes, is that “[v]erbs, personal pronouns, and demonstratives are always Cree; nouns, numerals, and articles are 
always French” (9). Michif is then a linguistic curiosity or, as Flett so aptly puts, it: “[I]t is a complicated language that really 
shouldn’t work but it’s a language that does work” (“Atayokee!”). Bakker terms Michif a “mixed language” (9): a definition 
which speaks to the mixed heritage of the Métis people who were born from the union of European, specifically French, fur 
trade settlers with Indigenous women in the eighteenth century. Michif was once spoken widely “by thousands of people 
across the Prairies of Canada and the Northern US” (Lii Yiiboo), but is now critically endangered. 
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Jane Newland: Tell me a little bit about how Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer came about, what   
 inspired you to write it?
Julie Flett: Well, I was learning about Michif myself… my family didn’t pass on their Indigenous  
 languages to us, and between my grandmother and grandfather, they spoke a number 
 of Indigenous languages. And so, it was kind of tucked away and, and they did that  
 because they felt they were protecting us,2 and you know, it’s a really difficult period.   
 Anyway, as I was reading more about Michif, I realized that my grandmother had   
 songs and words that I was seeing in some of the work that I was reading, so I wanted  
 to know more. It was a learning project for me. I had had a publisher ask about a   
 book I wanted to write, and I thought, well, maybe I could do this beginner book on 
 Michif as an inspiration for, as a resource for children. As something that we never   
 had. That’s how it came to be. 
  One of the things I feel that I can do as an artist and a writer is contribute  
 something back to my community. All of this ties back to what I can speak to  
 authentically and that is relationship, I speak to relationships. That’s something that I  
 can do and contribute. So... in the book you see relationships to land, relationships  
 with land, relationships with animals, relationships together, sisters.… The other  
 part that happened very organically was that a lot of the phrases and words in Cree  
 are so connected in the language. The book is not only about relationships, but being  
 and doing. I’m not talking about objects in the book. It is so deeply rooted in    
 relationships. 
JN: You can feel it in your images as well, this connectedness…. Why did you choose an   
 alphabet book format rather than a narrative format?
JF: It was such a sort of a simple way to start, in a way… I think it just was a really good   
 starting point for me. Often, we are introduced to alphabet books very early on. In  
 our own communities, starting with our own families, not wanting to share the  
1 I settled in 
Canada in 2007, 
and although 
I have gained 
understanding of 
Indigenous histories 
and cultures through 
my research, I 
situate myself, as 
a non-Indigenous 
person, differently 
with regard to these 
texts in comparison 
to readers whose 
heritage and 
experiences align 
with the author’s. 
That said, Flett’s texts 
create a welcoming 




2 We can infer 
here that Flett’s 
grandparents 
were protecting 
their family from 
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 languages to protect us, it ties into almost feeling [too] intimidated to want to share   
 the stories, so it was a very gentle way for me to introduce it to children and for me  
 in that process. And as I went along and have been mentored by and supported by,   
 read and listened to other Indigenous authors, you know, we support each other to  
 tell our stories… I wouldn’t have been able to without that community.
JN: And I think even in the alphabet book, there’s still a story that’s coming through    
 nonetheless….
JF: Yes, in a quiet way.… In a quiet way. That was a way I was able to [tell a story]. 
JN: Have you had feedback about how the Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer has been received in  
 both Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities?
JF: Yes… I had taught Indigenous literature, a children’s literature course at UBC [University   
 of British Columbia] as a guest professor for a short period, and one of the students   
 who was Métis said the book meant so much to her. I’ve had a couple people in the  
 Métis community share that with me… in the same way that I came to it, they were   
 able to receive it. We didn’t have anything when we were kids. That’s the feedback  
 from community members. 
  I’ve had the sweetest story. I did another program years ago, one of my   
 instructors said to me, “Wait a second, are you… you’re Julie Flett, the author.” She  
 told me they were painting their house and at the time she had a 13-year-old son…  
 they had to take everything out of his bedroom, but he asked if he could keep three  
 books and she said yes. He kept my Michif book. I honestly don’t know what it was  
 that hooked him to each and every page, it was so lovely. Then I had another  
 experience with an old friend of my mother’s who said that she had come across the  
 book, and she didn’t know that I had done it, and she thought, “well that’s interesting,  
 but I don’t need to pick that up because we’re not Métis,” and then she realized that  




are tied to the 
residential school 
system (see note 5 
below). In her Emma 
Talk, Flett gives more 
detail about her 
grandparents, who 
“were multilingual; 
they spoke five 
languages between 
them but didn’t pass 
their Indigenous 
languages on to 
their children. So, 
my father and 
his siblings didn’t 
grow up speaking 
the languages. 
Just before my 
grandfather passed 
away, I asked him 
if he would speak 
to me in Cree and 
he did. We were 
on the phone and 
I was surprised, he 
spoke so naturally, 
and I’d barely gotten 
the question out, as 
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 I had written and illustrated it, so she gave it a second look obviously. She brought it  
 home for her children and grandkids, and it just touched her so much, so it’s for  
 everyone, the book is for everyone. She had the experience of sort of turning around.  
 And I love that, you know, that is the experience in general about our books.
JN: I have a nine-year-old son and he loves your work and has been fascinated by your   
 Owls See Clearly at Night as well. We would look at it and try to pronounce the   
 Michif words together, and then he’s intrigued that with the little bit of French, he  
 can recognize certain words. He particularly likes the humour in your texts... the  
 image with the bear coming out from around the tree ready to eat the teatime   
 bannock that’s there.
JF: I’m so glad, I feel that that’s always the story within the story for me. I know my son   
 really loved that as a child. It brings back a sort of the story within the stories to the  
 books and it’s almost a favourite part for me. 
JN: The title Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer is quite beautiful. How did you come to the   
 title? 
JF: Well… I was dreaming about owls all the way through the entire making of the book…  
 dream after dream. And so, somehow I needed to connect to owls. In Cree  
 traditional stories, the owl is an indicator of something to come.… My feeling was  
 that where we are losing our languages, there was a connection to the traditional  
 story.… But it was such a strong theme during the making of the book….
JN: I can see how the owl needed to be present… from my Western perspective, the owl  
 is typically the bearer of knowledge and wisdom, and I wondered if there were  
 other associations with the owl from an Indigenous perspective, and after some 
 research, I learnt that the owl is associated with transition of sorts….
though he’d been 
waiting for this. He 
had, at the time, 
been struggling 
with Alzheimer’s 
but had no problem 
remembering Cree. 
So, this is when I 
really started to think 
about what it means 
to lose the language 
in our families” 
(“Atayokee!”).
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JF: Transition is the better word to say… also thinking about how a lot of us have to do work   
 through the dark.
JN: It truly is a beautiful title. It struck me the other day as I was opening the book and looking   
 at the owl… the movement of opening the book was helping him come into flight.
JF: When I do school visits, obviously at the end there are always lots of questions.… Once,  
 the students had been reading a number of my books, and I had a little boy ask me…  
 clearly, he was very aware of something that was going on in the books, and it’s come  
 up a couple of times, a lot of the birds and flight, and I think it’s bringing us into a  
 life-animated experience… so he was shy and quiet, and he had his arms wrapped  
 around his knees and had his hand up. He said, “Excuse me, um, how do birds  
 communicate?” It was beautiful… what a beautiful connection to the work, to all  
 of it…. I recently did a book called Birdsong, and when you asked me why I started  
 with the alphabet book and then, you know, I did Wild Berries a little bit after that  
 and then the word books. This last one is full of narrative stories. It has taken me that  
 long to trust that I can share that voice. Birdsong actually started off wordless, that’s  
 how I proposed it to the publisher, and they were happy with that. But as I was getting  
 into the drawings and colouring scheme, as I was getting to know the characters so  
 well, I began to hear their conversations in my mind. They were almost like song  
 lyrics coming to me, and, you know, that’s connected to bird song. So, I sent the  
 words to the publisher and they were really supportive about this change. You know,  
 so that’s how we did it.
JN: So, with the entries for the Michif book, how did you go about deciding which elements to   
 include?
JF: I had purchased a dictionary that I was lucky to get, the first [Michif] dictionary that  
 was put together. As I started going through the dictionary, looking… I was also  
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 listening to words, I picked up a CD, and so between looking at the words, listening, 
 and thinking about my grandmother, it all sort of came together. My family, they  
 were fiddlers and jiggers and bannock makers. So, all of those things were going to  
 come into play… and then even things as simple as my mom used to dress us in the  
 same clothes. You know, she sewed our clothes. 
  So, some of the words I was not able to use and didn’t come into the book 
 because, at the time, I don’t know if there is now, but at the time, there wasn’t a  
 standard spelling, and in a way there shouldn’t be because so many different  
 communities have been speaking their languages in different ways and I’ve been  
 told they’re not dialects. They’re their own forms. For this book, I worked with  
 two linguists and a native speaker [Dr. Nicole Rosen, Heather Souter, and Grace  
 (Ledoux) Zoldy]. Heather and Nicole came up with a standardized spelling for  
 this book and some of the words that I had chosen weren’t spelled, so I had to  
 rethink that image that it was going to be. And it couldn’t use it. It took three years.  
 This book took three years to put together, from the research at the start. There  
 were a number of times when I thought, it can’t happen, you know, with the  
 spelling and the sounds that were used. I think it was the X and the Q that aren’t in  
 the alphabet book. And I thought, the focus isn’t on English, so it is what it is. I  
 went down and spoke to the head librarian of the Vancouver Library and asked,  
 “Would you accept a book that skipped two letters in the alphabet?” She was  
 validating, but it was a lot tougher to put together—should we, is this even going to  
 happen?
JN: I think that’s what’s so powerful about the text is that the Michif takes precedence  
 over the English—the alphabet runs correctly in Michif and the English fits around it.  
 It’s a powerful message that English doesn’t have to come first. I’m fascinated by the  
 verbal entries as well because in an English alphabet book, you would typically see  
 things, objects and nouns… here, you have the expression atayookee that starts the  
 book off….
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JF: Atayookee means “tell a traditional story.” It’s not telling a traditional story so much as   
 being about relationship with family.… It’s what I knew and what was authentic to me,  
 so that’s what I could share.
JN: Something that strikes me, not just in your Michif book but across your wider corpus, is  
 that you see human presence in the natural world, but it doesn’t dominate. There  
 are images of human-to-human contact. I’m thinking about the image of the jig,  
 where the two girls are dancing together, and on the Taanshi page, you have the  
 girl waving to the figure in the distance, but that’s really the only sort of human-to- 
 human contact that you have. Again, we see this in your Numbers in Cree and your  
 Colours in Cree.
JF: I think because I wasn’t yet telling the stories… it is sort of what I see, I go on a lot of   
 walks… in my memories from childhood, the best memories are with my dad in  
 the forest. In my last book [Birdsong], it’s actually about an intergenerational  
 relationship between a girl and an elderly woman, and then it’s also about their  
 connection to the land around them, so it there’s a bit of a shift there with the   
 focus. 
JN: I am also intrigued by your portrayal of faces in the Michif book in particular. For example,   
 on the Y page, Yootin, you have this glorious image of this little girl and her    
 hair blowing in the wind. We’re not getting this clear picture of her face....
JF: I think it’s again like the birds and anything in motion… there’s a poetic element to it… it’s  
 similar to not drawing objects for the alphabet book.… I did a program a number of  
 years ago in art therapy, we had to do a performance of a character and my character  
 was the wind. The wind, it’s powerful, but it’s funny, because it carries things, it blows  
 birds in funny directions—it’s got a character of its own. It comes into all of the work.  
 In the Birdsong book, the dog’s ears are blowing—it’s kind of animating the story.
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JN: There seems to be a progression from your first book, The Moccasins, with your portrayal   
 of faces.… In The Moccasins there seem to be more images of the child looking out   
 at the reader….
JF: I think it’s still there, it’s as present, but it’s just something has been added to it.  
 Something hasn’t been taken away, something’s been added… yes. You know,  
 one of the things about my illustrations is that I didn’t have any training, but I did go  
 to art school, fine arts, installation, conceptual painting. I think that painting and  
 illustration are so different.… Painting, in a way, I wish I could bring it back in, it’s  
 been an interesting process.… Painting is like sculpture… you’re always sculpting a  
 face or a tree.… I think this is why I ended up going to the opposite end, to  
 silhouettes and line… really simplifying things. But I know when I paint, it’s an  
 entirely different experience. I’m not confident enough to bring the painting into this. 
 So, I’m developing illustration as I go… so I started off quite simple… and I’m trying to 
 bring the two together a little bit more.
JN: Many of your faces are obscured in some way… the wind animating a child’s hair, or hair  
 falling over faces that are intent on berry picking.… In When We Were Alone, when  
 we first see the grandmother and granddaughter, they are tending the garden with  
 their backs to us and we are looking over their shoulders….
JF: I think for me… I can’t be the voice for every face, so I think that plays into it.…
  A filmmaker who just passed away, Agnès Varda, she said, “I can’t see  
 you, but I see you.”3 I think it really speaks to the work that I do. Representation is  
 really important, and I can’t tell you how many little ones and their parents have said  
 how hard it is to find themselves in a book, but I think you can find yourself in  
 this quote “I can’t see you, but I see you.” Especially children, children are so much  
 more connected and capable than we give them credit for. So, I can’t see you, but I   
 see you.
3 Agnès Varda (1928-
2019), a Belgian-
born film director, 
photographer, 
and artist, directed 
Visages Villages 
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JN: Another image that comes to mind is the final one from My Heart Fills with Happiness,4  
 where I look over the little girl’s shoulder, and her face and my face become one in   
 the mirror.
JF: So, the little girl on the cover and that little girl… again I’ve had so many people come  
 forward to say, “That’s me.” That’s so important, to be able to see yourself. The mirror  
 is sort of a metaphor, right? It can… not for children, but it can speak to vanity—that  
 she can see herself—that image came up really strong, I didn’t have to put it in there,  
 but it just came out strong. That smile, and that feeling of “I’m here, it’s me, and I’m a  
 part of this too.”
JN: It’s a very powerful image. The other type of face that comes across in your work is the sun 
 or moon that is so present in your images….
JF: It is so much a part of cycles… that comes up in the Birdsong book, because I speak to  
 that in a bigger way. A lot of this work starts as my mom is leaving the world.… My  
 mom, who is actually not Indigenous, it’s my dad who is Indigenous… as she’s leaving,  
 I’m finding my voice.… This is so intimate, but it’s a part of it. Three days before she  
 passed away, they said it will be today and I just had an intuition, no it won’t, it’ll be on 
 the full moon. And three days passed, and I was in a room with her, and I watched the 
 moon go across the sky from the early evening and it was the perfect view. It’s just  
 so much a part of our cycles.… My mom, she came when I was having my son and  
 she came a couple of weeks before his due date, because she was sure he’d be born  
 on the full moon, and he wasn’t. We did some research later, and we found out that  
 she was born on the full moon and she didn’t know that. We are just so connected to  
 those cycles.
JN: Thank you for sharing that….
  So much of your work celebrates family and connectedness, people in  
(Faces Places) 
in 2017 with JR 
(1983-), a French 
photograffeur who, 
like Banksy, creates 
street art, posting 
his giant images in 
public locations. 
In Visages Villages, 




who live in the 
small villages they 
visit. They create 
large portraits of 
these people to 
adorn buildings and 
structures in the 
vicinity. Varda often 
pushes JR to remove 
his characteristic 
dark glasses, but JR 
does not comply. 
“He takes off his 
glasses for her in an 
effort to cheer her 
up. Ironically, after 
all her demands, 
her eyesight doesn’t 
allow her to register 
his unadorned 
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 harmony with the natural world. Your illustrations for David Robertson’s When We  
 Were Alone obviously deal with a much darker aspect of Indigenous experience5….  
 Could you tell me a little bit about how you conceived two particular images: the little  
 girl having her hair forcibly cut and the image of the little girl in the dormitory, so  
 lonely… her loneliness is so tangible….
JF: Well, this book was like working on no other because I had to take mental breaks from it,  
 emotional breaks from it. I had a lot of contact from my friends to stay well while  
 working on it, and I remember asking David the first time we read it together over  
 Skype and we both cried, and I said, “How are we going to read this David?” But as  
 you go along, you can and it’s just such an important story to share.
  The hair cutting image, that was the hardest image in the book for me  
 to draw, because there’s that physical violation. It’s the beginning, them being taken  
 away obviously is the starting point, but it’s that physical act. When I first drew it, I  
 thought I’d have a couple of braids on the ground because they’re going through a  
 number of students. But I couldn’t do it, I could not look at that image. It had to be  
 just the one.… I had to play with that image so many times. And there’s an image  
 where we don’t see the face or we’re seeing the back of the person who’s cutting the  
 hair for a very specific reason—she’s not to be centred. I don’t often use… don’t  
 come outside too much and do… what would be the word… fantastical or something  
 like that, imagery. It’s very rooted to the ground of where we are, and I felt like I  
 needed to bring something else for this image that brought us out of this space a little  
 bit, so the hair blowing. And it works so well with David’s texts, right? Uh… that was a  
 complex one to draw and the little girl in the dormitory, David was talking about,  
 thinking about being home, it’s just that, how to do it in a sensitive way, but still speak  
 to children about feeling alone. I can’t imagine being taken away from mom and dad…  
 moms are caregivers… working on this, how can I work on this in a way without  
 retraumatizing elders reading or people who have been to residential school or day  
 school. Be sensitive to everyone reading the book—it took time.
face. But again, 
it’s the encounter 
that counts. ‘I can’t 
see you, but I see 
you,’ she tells him” 
(“Review”).
4 Flett has also 
provided artwork 
for Monique Gray 
Smith’s Lucy and 
Lola: The Journey 
Forward, a Novella 
on Reconciliation. 
Smith is of Cree, 
Lakota, and Scottish 
ancestry.
5 The Summary of 
the Final Report 






system in operation 
in Canada from the 
1800s to 1996 thus: 
“These residential 
schools were created 
for the purpose of 
separating Aboriginal 
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JN: Thank you for talking to me about those images, which clearly took a lot of courage to   
 create….
  You’ve just finished your Birdsong, which we will see later this year. What   
 other projects are coming up? What are you working on?
JF: Well, I go from that narrative, that story about the relationship between the little girl and  
 this older woman who[m] she meets, straight into animals’ play… a series of books on  
 animals and the different ways they jump and hop and swim and… play. It’s called  
 We All Play. I really wanted to capture the joy that kids innately have with the natural  
 world and how much I love animals, my son and kids around me love animals,  
 and then expressing this through the perspective of children—through their presence,  
 joy, movement curiosity, and wonder.
JN: Any other plans for other books in Michif? 
JF: I ended up starting to work with Cree because, unfortunately, my grandmother had passed.  
 I would have loved to have worked with her. My grandfather hadn’t spoken Cree to   
 us, but it was still with him so deeply. I wish I could’ve worked with them. I have more  
 family members who speak Cree so it’s just more accessible. It’s just simpler for me   
 because I’m more connected to the Cree-speaking community right now.
JN: Thank you ever so much for taking the time out of your hectic schedule to speak with me.   
 It’s been lovely to connect with you and to hear your thoughts on your work. 
Reflections on a Conversation: Breathing Life into the Stories of Others
Born in Toronto, Ontario, Flett’s studies took her from the Alberta College of Art to 
the Emily Carr University of Art and Design in Vancouver, British Columbia, and then to 
Montreal, where she took Fine Arts at Concordia University. While Flett majored in Studio 
Art, she first “worked as an advocate and outreach worker in the Downtown Eastside of 
children from their 
families, in order 
to minimize and 
weaken family ties 
and cultural linkages, 
and to indoctrinate 
children into a new 
culture—the culture of 
the legally dominant 
Euro-Christian 
Canadian society, 
led by Canada’s first 
prime minister, Sir 
John A. Macdonald” 
(v). It is beyond the 
scope of this paper to 
discuss the historical 
development or 
the ongoing impact 
of the residential 
school system in 
Canada. Readers 
unfamiliar with the 
residential school 
system in Canada 
and wishing to learn 
more should consult 
the documentation 
available from 
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Vancouver” (Weisman). It was during this time that Theytus Books, a leading publisher of 
Indigenous voices, was looking for an illustrator for Earl Einarson’s The Moccasins. Flett’s sister, 
who worked for Theytus Books, suggested she submit sample drawings. She did and their 
acceptance marked the beginning of Flett’s career in children’s book illustration.
In The Moccasins, a story of an Indigenous foster child who receives a pair of moccasins 
from his foster mother, Flett depicts an intergenerational tale of acceptance, love, and pride 
in one’s Indigenous heritage. In her 2015 Emma Talk,6 Flett recalls a story of a librarian friend 
reading The Moccasins to a young boy, who was himself a foster child. She remarks, “The 
impact of that book on him was really something—he felt cared for, represented—there it was 
just a little book, stapled together with so much meaning” (“Atayokee!”). Such stories that 
grow from other stories are, as we have seen, an important aspect of Flett’s work.
Flett subsequently lent her unique style to Secwépemc-syilx (Okanagan) author Catherine 
Jameson’s first book, Zoe and the Fawn. It is in Zoe and the Fawn, the first of many bilingual 
texts on which Flett has worked,7 that Flett’s characteristic collage technique comes to the fore. 
Flett describes her artistic process thus: 
After I’ve worked on the sketches and am happy with the image, I scan the drawings, and 
then trace the drawings with a program called Adobe Illustrator. I also hand paint all of 
the backgrounds with mediums such as gouache or watercolor, or in the case of When 
We Were Alone, I used chalk and oil pastels, I like how messy pastels can be. Once those 
are complete, I scan those images into the program as well. Everything is cut out with the 
computer program, the program has a scissor tool, it’s a little like what you would do when 
you’re working on a collage. Each individual drawing is separate so I can move individual 
images around to see how the composition works best. It’s also a helpful way to work if 
revisions are required. (“About”)
In this text, Flett’s pictorial universe is gentle and quiet; the small child, Zoe, and the creatures 
she encounters are at ease with each other and at one with the natural environment in which 
they find themselves. Flett’s attention to detail in these illustrations is remarkable: from the bark 
6 Emma Talks is a 
series of talks by 
women-identified 
speakers.
7 Flett typically works 
pairing Cree with 
English, but has 
also worked with 
other Indigenous 
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on the aspen trees and the fronds of the ferns which shelter the fawn to columns of repeated 
dots that compose the water in which the speckled trout swims. Flett’s illustrations in Zoe and 
the Fawn lay bare her connectedness to nature—a connection that permeates her entire corpus 
to date.
Flett’s passion for the natural world around us is also particularly evident in Dragonfly 
Kites / Pimithaagansa and A Day with Yayah. In Dragonfly Kites, authored by Tomson 
Highway of the Barren Lands First Nation, Flett reillustrates the well-known story of two 
young Cree boys, Joe and Cody, who while away the summer on the lakes of northern 
Manitoba, making dragonfly kites. At night, Joe and Cody fly “with their dragonfly kites 
into the gold and pink of the northern sunset” (Highway). A Day with Yayah by Interior 
Salishan-Métis author Nicola I. Campbell explores the traditional territories of the 
Nɬeʔképmx Indigenous people around the Nicola Valley of British Columbia. Nikki and her 
grandmother gather springtime plants and learn the Nɬeʔképmxcin words for them as they 
go. Whereas the illustrations for Zoe and the Fawn are small, mirroring Zoe’s size and the 
size of the animals she encounters, both Dragonfly Kites and A Day with Yayah allow Flett 
to demonstrate her skill at depicting the immensity of the Manitoban and British Columbian 
settings. With her bold forms and striking colours, Flett captures the beauty of these vast 
landscapes while maintaining her eye for intricate detail in the flora and fauna found there.
Johnny’s Pheasant, authored by Cheryl Minnema (Waabaanakwadookwe), a member of 
Mille Lacs Band of Ojibwe, brings much humour to Flett’s depictions of nature and allow her 
illustrations to progress from inertia to free, natural movement. At the outset, Flett depicts 
Johnny travelling in the car, moving but not in a carefree, childlike way. As Johnny reaches his 
grandmother’s home, he is liberated to jump over puddles imitating the call of the pheasant 
they have just discovered lying in a ditch. The pheasant, initially a motionless lump, regains 
its strength, circles the family’s living room, humorously alighting on his grandmother’s head, 
before flying out the door and back to nature. The pheasant’s recovery triggers in Johnny 
a triumphant zigzag run around the garden holding aloft a feather gifted by the pheasant, 
which he then presents to his grandmother with a final “Hoot! Hoot!” mimicking again the 
pheasant’s call.
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Flett’s illustrations for Métis author Katherena Vermette’s The Girl and the Wolf take 
Flett into a darker, more threatening landscape than in previous texts. In this tale, which 
turns the Little Red Riding Hood motif on its head, a little girl goes berry picking in the 
woods with her mother. Not heeding her mother’s pleas to stay close by, the girl soon 
finds herself lost. A “tall grey wolf with big white teeth” emerges from the trees and in a 
“quiet voice” (Vermette) begins to help the girl. The wolf sits with the girl and encourages 
her to observe her surroundings closely. With the wolf’s guidance, she finds berries to eat 
and water to drink. The wolf empowers the girl to draw on her innate knowledge of her 
surroundings, and recognizing the trees nearby, she is able to return to her family’s camp. 
The girl’s bright red dress and the wolf’s light grey fur stand out as beacons of hope 
against Flett’s tones of deep forest greens and black trees, which highlight the evening 
drawing in and the threat of the woods. 
The threatening aspect of the natural environment also appears in Dolphin SOS, which 
Flett illustrated for authors Roy and Slavia Miki. Inspired by a true story, Dolphin SOS 
recounts the plight and the subsequent rescue of three dolphins trapped by ice in a cove 
on the coast of Newfoundland. The blacks, greys, and whites of Flett’s colour palette 
capture the bleakness of winter. Wintry snowfalls and the ice closing in on the dolphins 
are punctuated by bursts of colour in the clothing of the young people who come to the 
dolphins’ aid and the warmth of bedding and furnishing of the narrator Nicole’s home. 
It is not just Flett’s landscapes that are replete with detail; Flett also uses elaborately 
patterned textiles in her illustrations. Flett reflects on her keen eye for textiles thus:
My mom was a textile artist. She had a weaving shop when we were growing up, in 
the 1970s, and later a consignment-clothing store with a focus on vintage clothing 
from the ’20s and ’30s. I was around textiles a lot as a child. My sister and I used 
to spin wool for the weaving shop, and I developed a love for patterns, dyes, and 
materials. I think I approach the collage work similarly to composing a haiku. My 
collage imagery is often pared down, emphasizing simplicity, intensity, and direct 
expression. (Weisman)
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The “tactile quality” (Wright) of Flett’s artwork appears at its simplest in stripes and checks, 
or in the detail of knitted sweater worn by the child on the cover of We Sang You Home.8 In 
Little You, created with Richard van Camp of the Dogrib (Tlicho) Nation, in particular, we 
see some of Flett’s most flamboyant textiles. Toddlers wear vivid rompers; walls are covered 
with intricate papers; families snuggle in patterned blankets; a mother dances with her child 
in a dress covered in swirls and spots complimented with vibrant red stockings, one of which 
has a hole in the toe. The sincerity of this image, coupled with the baby’s odd socks a few 
pages later, speaks to tired parents everywhere and captures the “everyday experience in the 
intimacy of [Flett’s] subject matter” (Clare). 
When We Were Alone, by David Alexander Robertson of the Norway House Cree Nation 
and for which Flett won the 2017 Governor General’s Award for Children’s Literature, brings 
Flett to illustrate the terrible realities of the residential school system in Canada. In this text, a 
young girl helps her grandmother tend her garden and questions her grandmother regarding 
her choice of bright clothing, the length of her hair, her language, and the time she spends 
with her family. The text, with Flett’s illustrations, offers a succession of three scenes: an 
everyday scene, set in the present day; a memory scene, set during the grandmother’s time in 
the residential school; and a scene of resistance, also set in the residential school. Flett portrays 
each everyday scene with great vibrancy. First, we encounter grandmother and granddaughter 
dressed in vivid colours kneeling to tend the garden full of multicoloured blooms. The 
grandmother’s long hair hangs in a braid as they continue their work in the garden and move 
to the birdhouse where the grandmother calls, in Cree, to the bird “flying through the air like a 
jingle-dress dancer” (Robertson). The final everyday scene depicts a cheerful teatime with the 
grandmother and her brother seated around a table, set with flowers, tea, and bannock and 
where the child narrator remarks, “My kókum and my uncle talked and laughed like children” 
(Robertson).
Each current day image is contrasted with a memory image in muted, sepia tones—a colour 
mirrored by the font of the text. The grandmother successively recalls the homogenizing 
school uniform of the residential school in which the children were “all mixed together like 
storm clouds” (Robertson), the violating haircuts endured by the children, the school room 
8 Little You and We 
Sang You Home are 
also available as dual-
language editions 
in Plains Cree and 
English. 
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where “they wouldn’t let us speak our words” (Robertson), and the lonely school dormitory 
isolating children from their families and communities. Flett provides respite from these 
horrors inflicted on the children who found themselves in residential schools in the images 
that follow the grandmother’s memories. Each memory image is followed by an illustration 
depicting the resilience of the children placed in these schools. Flett’s palette remains muted, 
but these illustrations have greater warmth, and solace comes from elements of colour that 
now reappear in the images. The grandmother recalls becoming colourful again as she rolls in 
the fallen autumn leaves, which cover her drab uniform. She describes weaving long grasses 
into her hair in the spring to recreate its length and hiding away from teachers in the summer 
to whisper words to each other in Cree. In winter, the grandmother remembers, children 
would remove their mittens and hold hands—a simple but powerful physical contact “so we 
could be with each other” (Robertson). The seasonal movement present in the text comes 
to life in Flett’s illustrations—the reds of the autumn leaves, the fresh green grasses of spring, 
the bright summer flowers in the meadow and white geese flying freely overhead. These 
changing seasons and the children’s connectedness to the natural cycles of the world is 
empowering. The combination of Robertson’s text and Flett’s illustrations show the capacity 
of Indigenous children to resist, in small ways, the indoctrinating regime of the residential 
school system. 
Flett’s talents are not limited to children’s texts, however, and in 2017, she collaborated on 
an animation project entitled DAM! The Story of Kit the Beaver, for which she provided artistic 
direction.9 This animated short, without dialogue, depicts the adventures of a young beaver, 
named Kit, through the changing seasons in a northern forest. It features an original score by 
Erica Procunier commissioned by the Toronto Symphony Orchestra in conjunction with the 
Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF) to celebrate musical diversity in Canada for the 150th 
anniversary of the Confederation of Canada.10 Despite this change in medium, Flett’s artistry 
remains linked to themes of community and relationships within a natural setting. 
Alongside her work illustrating the texts of other Indigenous authors, Flett has been quietly 
developing her own voice. The following section aims to increase readers’ awareness of her 
more recent work.
9 Also involved in 
this project were 
writer and director 
Kjell Boersma, 
producer Josh Clavir, 
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Bringing Voice to Her Own Stories
It is fitting that Flett begins her authored work with an alphabet book, Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak 
lii Swer: L’alfabet di Michif. Just as young children would be given alphabet books to “introduce 
[them] to language and cultural concepts” (Bradford 275), Flett creates this text not only to 
discover the Michif language of her grandmother and “to introduce young and old alike to the 
unique Michif language” (Lii Yiiboo) but also to probe her own authorial voice. Flett uncovers 
her ancestral voices of Michif and later, with Wild Berries, We All Count: A Book of Cree 
Numbers, and Black Bear Red Fox: Colours in Cree, Cree—voices which previously had to be 
hidden or “tucked away” to protect future generations. 
Clare Bradford remarks that “the choice of words in alphabet books is informed by authors’ 
and illustrators’ judgements as to which objects are likely to be familiar to children, or at least 
familiar enough for children to match a word with a picture of the object signified by the word” 
(275). She goes on to identify how alphabet books have historically “normalise[d] notions about 
who is included and who is excluded from the audiences they imply. . . . [A]lphabet books have 
often reflected and promoted racially charged hierarchies” (275). Flett’s text shakes the cultural 
hegemony of English and puts the Michif language to the fore, leaving out superfluous letters 
(Q and X) and placing the Michif words in coloured fonts above their English equivalents. A in 
Flett’s text is for Atayookee—a polysynthetic verb typical of Cree which expresses a complete 
idea and tells us to “tell a traditional story.” While B is for Li Bafloo, a letter association that 
corresponds in both Michif and English, C stands for Lii Chiiraañ, the magnificent Northern 
Lights. Flett’s choice of words do not simply “[valorize] local and specific features of Métis life” 
(Bradford 276) but speak to Flett’s very personal, familial experience of what it means to be 
Métis. Hence, G is for la Galet (bannock), J is for la Jig, and V is for li Vyaloñ (fiddle), and we 
encounter “fiddlers and jiggers” in the text, while the “bannock makers” have disappeared into 
the forest leaving their teatime treat for a bear creeping out from behind a tree. The two young 
girls who dance the jig wear identical dresses. Their intricate patterns revealing once again 
Flett’s appreciation for textiles. They allude to her mother’s profession and her childhood spent 
in her mother’s weaving shop as well as her mother’s penchant for dressing her daughters “in 
the same clothes.”
February 2017 in 
Toronto, and has 
subsequently toured 
Canada, “traveled 
to over 40 film 
festivals throughout 
14 countries, won 
the 2017 award for 
best Animation for 
Kids at Animation 
Block Party in New 
York City, and was 
nominated for Best 
Animated Short at 
the 2018 Canadian 
Screen Awards” 
(“DAM!”).
10 At the time of 
Confederation 
in 1867, the new 
nation of Canada 
was composed 
of four provinces: 
Nova Scotia, New 
Brunswick, Quebec, 
and Ontario. 
Quebec and Ontario 
had until then 
been known as the 
Province of Canada. 
After 1867, six more 
provinces and three 
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Flett confirms that Lii Yiiboo Nayaapiwak lii Swer: L’alfabet di Michif “is not only about 
relationships but being and doing.” This focus on being and doing shakes the traditional 
expectations for the alphabet book form. Seven of the twenty-four letters of the Michif alphabet 
are verbal: Atayookee (tell a story), Itohteew (he or she goes), Mawishow (he or she picks 
berries), Ohpaho (fly up, fly away), Taanshi (hello), Waapan (it is dawn) and Yootin (windy). 
For the remaining letters, even though the word given might indicate, for example, a plant (la 
Haruzh, red willow), an animal (li Bafloo, buffalo), natural phenomena (Diloo, water) or an 
object (li Kanoo), Flett does not just give a static image but rather one which captures doing. 
Her buffalo grazes on the lush grass of the prairies. A dog humorously laps up the falling rain or 
the syrup dripping from the maple tree. A young girl gazes upon the spectacle of the Northern 
Lights. Her back, which is turned to the reader as she looks on in wonder, allows the reader to 
follow her gaze and, to pursue Flett’s allusion to filmmaker Agnès Varda—I can’t see you, but 
I see you—we cannot see the girl’s face, but we see what she is seeing, we see her encounter. 
From A to Z, this is a verb-based alphabet book. The final entry lii Zyeu may represent eyes, 
but like the owl to whom they give “exceptional night-sight” (Lii Yiiboo), these eyes implore the 
reader to see clearly, through the darkness and recognize that we are at a point of transition, 
that we need to act now to ensure that Indigenous languages do not disappear completely.
This verbal impetus continues in Flett’s Wild Berries,11 which depicts a boy named 
Clarence12 accompanying his grandmother into the forest on their berry-picking adventures. 
Flett’s We All Count: A Book of Cree Numbers takes the reader from one prairie dog perching 
on the mound of earth at the entrance to its burrow to three aunties joyously laughing or ten 
elk swimming across the river, and transforms the simplest of counting books into a book of 
doing rather than merely enumerating. Wild Berries does not just provide translations of words 
such as “grandma” (ōkoma), “bears” (maskwak) and “buckets” (otaskīkowāwa) but also such 
expressions as “long time” (konēsk), “so many” (mīcēt) and “sing” (nikamo). Onomatopoeic 
additions include the “tup, tup” of the berries dropping in buckets and the “POP” of them 
in Clarence’s mouth. These expressions add to the orality of this text, which gives Flett the 
opportunity to experiment with more narrative and which speaks to her love of walking and 
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11 Wild Berries is 
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edition with key 
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Swampy Cree from 
the Cumberland 
House area and as 
Pakwa che Menisu 
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In this text, Flett’s connectedness to nature and to the natural cycles of life comes to the 
fore once again. Her signature large red sun sits low in the autumn sky and appears to observe 
Clarence and his grandmother engrossed in their repeated, annual tradition of berry picking. 
Flett’s earthy tones are broken up by her characteristic pops of colour: a yellow bird flies 
overhead, lips turn purple from the berries, a red fox looks on, and red butterflies flutter in the 
clearing. The glowing red of the sun mirrors the colour of the grandmother’s skirt and the red 
font used to highlight the Cree words.
In her latest narrative tale, Birdsong, Flett introduces two protagonists: the young artist 
Katherena, named after the Indigenous author Katherena Vermette, for whom Flett illustrated 
The Girl and the Wolf; and the elderly Agnes, so called in homage to Agnès Varda, the Belgian 
filmmaker, whom Flett admires greatly. In an interview with Kathie Meizner, Flett mentions 
Varda’s comment which “particularly speaks to [her]: ‘If we opened people up, we’d find 
landscapes’” (Meizner).13 The landscapes in question here concern gardens full of moon-
shaped snowdrops. Flett goes on to explain the autobiographical notes to Birdsong: 
  I used to take long walks and stop at one house with an ungroomed but beautiful 
yard and big trees. In the spring, the yard was covered in snowdrops. On one occasion, a 
woman came out to the front balcony. I looked up and said, “I love the snowdrops,” and 
she said, “I know.” She’d seen me over the last few weeks. We slowly got to know each 
other, and I learned that she was a ceramics artist. About a year before we moved away 
from that neighborhood, she dropped a little baggie of snowdrops on my doorstep—no 
note, just the snowdrops. I kept them for a while in my studio before planting them. 
  I wanted to do a story about the connections we have with the people in our 
communities. I found myself thinking of the snowdrops after I lost someone close to me. 
Everything came together, along with some of my own childhood experiences. (Meizner)
Birdsong allows Flett to weave multiple narrative encounters together and to pursue this notion 
of connectedness to nature and the cyclical movements of the natural world around us. The 
text is dominated by transition: the young protagonist, Katherena, must move house, leaving 
written entirely in 
the n-dialect Cree, 
from the Cross Lake, 
Norway House 
area. Wild Berries 
was featured in The 
New York Times 
and was included 
among Kirkus’s 
Best Children’s 
Books of 2013. It 
was also chosen as 
Canada’s First Nation 
Communities Read 
title selection for 
2014-2015.
12 In the 
acknowledgements, 
Flett dedicates her 
text to her “father, 
Clarence Flett, who 
really does like sour 
blueberries. To [her] 
son who always 
points out the most 
impressive spider 
webs.” 
13 Les Plages d’Agnès 
(The Beaches 
of Agnès) is an 
autobiographical 
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her home by the sea, driving through the vast mountainous countryside to her new home, 
situated “on a hill overlooking a field . . . covered in snowdrops” (Birdsong). The changing 
seasons mark different moments in Katherena’s journey. Spring heralds Katherena’s physical 
displacement. The arrival summer fills her of home with “hums with peeps and whistles and 
ribbits and chirps” (Birdsong) and allows her to meet her elderly neighbour, Agnes. Both 
Katherena and Agnes share the same passion for artistic creation: Katherena likes to draw, 
Agnes likes “to make things out of clay” (Birdsong). As summer turns to autumn, Agnes shows 
Katherena a “round and bright” pot she is creating, sparking a discussion about the changing 
moons and Cree seasons. Katherena explains that this is “pimihâwipîsim—the migrating moon” 
(Birdsong). Flett’s accompanying image captures Canada geese in flight leaving for warmer 
climes. In winter, Katherena receives little moon-shaped snowdrop bulbs, holding inside 
them the promise of new life and the potential of the forthcoming spring, from Agnes, who 
is now beginning to struggle in the winter months. As spring arrives once more, Agnes is now 
confined to her bed but “can hear the spring birds singing their songs” (Birdsong). To bring the 
spring inside for Agnes, Katherena creates a collage of drawings on her bedroom wall.14 Flett’s 
tale concludes with Katherena curled up under the covers, her “hands feel warm and the 
covers feel soft” (Birdsong), in stark contrast to the chill she felt a year before, arriving at her 
new home. Katherena falls asleep under ayîkipîsim, the frog moon, thinking of her friend. 
In her blog post “Behind the Books,” Flett gives more detail on the Cree seasons discussed 
in the text: 
“[P]imihâwipîsim—the migrating moon.” Pîsim means moon, pimihâw means migrating 
or traveling. Pimihâwipîsim—the migrating moon is always in October. . . . [A]yîkipîsim. . 
. . Again, pîsim means moon, ayîkis means frog. Frogs come out in April in some areas, 
and in May in other areas, so Ayîkipîsim is not the same everywhere. It’s connected to the 
geographic reality.
Flett, with her enchanting text and beautiful imagery, melds lunar-based Indigenous seasonal 
change with the four seasons of the Western calendar. There is reciprocal knowledge 
14 Katherena’s 
collage is reminiscent 
of Henri Matisse’s 
well-known cut-outs.
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exchange: the elderly neighbour teaches the young protagonist about the waxing and waning moons. Katherena shares 
her knowledge of Cree seasons which capture among other changes, the departure and return of migrating birds, egg-
laying seasons, the transition from young birds getting feathers to practising their first flights, to the months when water 
freezes over and the trees crackle with the sound of frost.15 
Conclusion: Seeing through the Dark, Breaking through the Silence
What emerges from speaking with Flett and through a review of her corpus to date is her profound sense of 
relationships and connectedness to land and language. This is all the more striking given the forced severance 
Indigenous peoples have faced, and still face, from land, culture, and language. Flett’s corpus reveals not only her 
connectedness to her own family (berry picking with family members; hearing her ancestral languages for the first time) 
but also to the wider community and world around us (welcoming a new baby into the world; recounting the suffering 
caused by the residential school system; acting to help other creatures with which share the land with us). That many of 
Flett’s texts are bilingual, speaks to the urgent need to preserve and revitalize fast-disappearing Indigenous languages. 
Flett’s gentle illustrations and growing confidence in her authorial voice draw family languages, hidden from children 
out of necessity, out of the darkness. Like the owl heralding a moment of transition, Flett’s timely texts herald the need 
to break the silence imposed on Indigenous voices and restore voice to new generations. Flett’s tales are impactful and 
welcoming for her readers, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, and develop a life of their own, propagating new 
stories and tales. As Monique Gray Smith describes her, Flett is indeed “the matriarch of Indigenous illustrators” (qtd. in 
Cerny) and will undoubtedly continue to influence Indigenous children’s literature in Canada for years to come.
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